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THE PERFECT FOOL
Gustav Holst (1874-1934) was a composer of prodigious energies. These were carefully
lavished in many but not all directions. Not for him string quartets or sonatas - at least
not in his maturity - but in every other musical format1 he was productive. What he wrote
was concentrated into a lifetime that ended in London at the age of 60 on 25 May 1934.
That was the same year that saw the deaths of two very different composers: Delius and
Elgar.
Opera was one of the genres that had long held Holst in an intractable grip. He wrote at
least one opera in each of the decades from the 1890s until the very year in which he
died.2 All but one of them were in one Act and all but two were to libretti written by
himself. The three-act Sita which Holst self-effacingly dismissed on grounds of its
“Wagnerian bawling” had a libretto based on the story of Rama and Sita from The Ramayana.
The Perfect Fool is an opera “in One Act [with] Words and Music by Gustav Holst [and]
set in no particular country or period”. It was flanked, in his list of works, by two very
different operas: Savitri (1916) and At the Boar’s Head (1924). Savitri was a minimalist
work of affecting beauty and without a strand of satire. It stands with other “Sanskrit
work” including the large-scale Sita and other non-operatic Indian works such as The
Cloud Messenger, Hymns from the Rig Veda, Indra and Eastern Pictures. At the Boar’s Head
is Holst’s “Shakespeare opera” and provides a link with his friend Ralph Vaughan
Williams own Shakespeare opera the full-length Sir John in Love (1929) completed six
years after the premiere of the Holst opera. Perhaps as a result of his words for The Perfect
Fool drawing critical flak, and there was more to it than that, he switched to a playwright
1

Holst even produced a film score for The Bells (1931), a film that his daughter Imogen Holst reported many years
later had been lost alongside its music. As to the Symphony, he worked on three, of which two were completed:
The Cotswold Symphony (1900) and the First Choral Symphony (1924). A Scherzo (1934) survives of another
Symphony.
2
Lansdown Castle or. The Sorcerer of Tewkesbury (1892); Ianthe (1894); The Revoke (libretto by Fritz Hart) (1895),
The Idea (1896), The Magic Mirror (incomplete) (1896); The Youth's Choice (libretto by Holst), (1902); Sita - 3 acts
(1900-06); Savitri (libretto by Holst based on the episode of ‘Savitri and Satyavan’ from ‘The Mahābhārata’) (1916),
Opera As She is Wrote (1971-18); At The Boar’s Head (Holst - based on Shakespeare’s Henry IV) (1924) and The
Tale of The Wandering Scholar (libretto by Clifford Bax based on the book 'The Wandering Scholars' by Helen
Waddell) (1934).
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beyond most conventional criticism. Work on The Perfect Fool began about the time of the
premiere of Savitri and the first performance of The Perfect Fool took place two years
before the completion of At the Boar’s Head. As for further links with Vaughan Williams
we need only look to another three act opera The Poisoned Kiss or The Empress and the
Necromancer which was completed in 1929; yet more fairytale material but played with a
straight face.
The opera opens with a Wizard working his mystical ways and summoning the spirits of
air, fire and water in the form of a brilliant ballet. His plan is to wed the Princess who is
destined to select a husband that very day. An older Mother enters with a drowsy
sleep-prone son in tow. The Mother is obsessed with a prophecy her son will woo and win
the Princess. There is an elixir of course and once drained the man who does so will be
loved by the Princess. The Wizard tries some of this on the Princess. The Mother has
already switched it for pure water while administering the elixir to her yawning son. The
Wizard flies into a fury promising to bring death and destruction on everyone. He departs.
A troubadour and a wanderer have appeared and pay songful court to the Princess which
she is having none of. When the Princess sees the Fool she falls in love with him and asks
him to marry her. He answers with the word ‘No’ but the whole scenario leaves you
wondering about their future. The Wizard returns with his horrors but after some stern
and encouraging words from the Mother all the Wizard’s fell crew are burnt to a crisp.
Clifford Bax3, who wrote the libretto for Holst’s last opera The Wandering Scholar, was
approached by Holst to write the libretto for The Perfect Fool but turned it down. There
is a further link here. In 1918 Holst wrote three pieces for Clifford Bax’s play The Sneezing
Charm. Interestingly the third piece “Ballet” includes dances for “the Djinni, Princess and
3 maidens”. Holst was later to draw on this for The Ballet Music for The Perfect Fool4.
3

Clifford Bax (1886-1962) had been a friend since the 1910s. He had been in the party that holidayed with Holst,
Arnold Bax and Balfour Gardiner in Spain and Morocco and his recollections are in his book “Inland Far”
(Heinemann, 1925). Clifford introduced Holst to astrology and in a letter from 1914 Holst confirmed that the study
of astrology gave him the incentive to write his most popular and most ambitious orchestral work: The Planets.
Holst’s Beni Mora is a souvenir of the Spain/Morocco trip. Mediterranean (1922) by Arnold Bax (1883-1953),
Clifford’s brother, was a further reflection of that holiday. As if to complete the circle its score bears a dedication to
Holst. "Recollections of Gustav Holst", Clifford Bax, Music & Letters, January 1939
4 Gustav Holst - A Centenary Documentation by Michael Short (White Lion, 1924). Of the Ballet Music Imogen
Holst wrote “it is straightforward and Holstian, and, so far as one can tell, parodies nothing.”
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Another rarely mentioned work might well have provided mulch and triggering ideas for
The Perfect Fool or at least reflected Holst’s creative mood in the wake of The Great War.
Holst’s Opera as She is Wrote was a Morley College project with Jane Joseph. It proclaimed
itself as “a Parody in 5 scenes and 6 languages (including tonic sol-fa) … A vast orchestra,
five hidden choirs of mermaids, and a chorus of Italian brigands disguised as fir trees and
food inspectors. The scenery and lighting effects will be beyond words, even those of an
N.C.O.” It was premiered at Morley College on 9 March 1918.
It is not unprecedented for fairy tales to find their way into musical stage works. If we
ignore the intricate weaving of tales in Stephen Sondheim’s Into the Woods (1986) from
comparatively recent times, Rimsky-Korsakov, Cui and Tchaikovsky provide examples.
More prominent instances of fairy tale operas include Rossini’s Cenerentola, Massenet’s
Cendrillon, Puccini’s Turandot, Humperdinck’s Hänsel und Gretel and, in the orchestral
world, Ravel’s Ma Mère l’Oye and Dukas’s L’Apprenti sorcier. More specifically fools play
their part too. They are there in Prokofiev's first completed ballet score the gory Chout
(1915) and also in César Cui’s Ivan the Fool, “an opera-fairytale for children in three
tableaux”. Princesses are two a penny but as for Wizards we can turn to a 1914 “operaballet” by Joseph Holbrooke written for what turned out to be an aborted premiere in the
USA. The Enchanter or The Wizard had its Wizard, King, Jester, Princes and Princesses
and falls into much the same genre of tongue-in-cheek ‘sword and sorcery’ as the Holst
work. It tells of a Wizard who, by dark powers, caused all who came near his castle to
become dumb and enter n his service. It has dances of Satan, Passion and Terror. From
closer to the Holst first performance there was also Prince Ferelon (1922) by Nicholas
Gatty (1874-1946).
The Perfect Fool is often credited with Holst poking fun at Verdi (the music for The
Troubadour) and Wagner (The Wanderer). As for the Wagner ‘jibes’, they were also at
his own expense given the style adopted in Sita. There are also sly or affectionate ‘slaps’
at G&S and at Rutland Boughton in his Immortal Hour dating from 1914 but which had
enjoyed wild success at the Regent’s Theatre, King’s Cross (1922-23)5. While I am a firm
believer that the opera can be enjoyed for its whimsical charms without probing its
satirical roots it is eccentric and has more than its fair share of paradoxes.
5

Holst wrote to Boughton on 20 April 1923 congratulating him on The Immortal Hour’s long run.
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It is in one act and the first performances enjoyed shared billing with Savitri. It has no
overture although the ballet music (completed in 1918) can be seen as serving that
purpose6. The opera opens with the ballet - completely at odds with the norm for a ballet
in opera. The Fool is a speaking part; in fact hardly that. There is no love duet with the
princess; of course she is wooed by the cardboard waif cut-outs from Verdi and Wagner.
The evil of the Wizard is rather undercut by humour.
The whole effect achieved is more a sort of knowing pantomime for insiders and reports
indicated that the opera’s audiences were bewildered. Various theories were advanced for
other more abstruse meanings. Donald Tovey said that the Princess represented the
world of opera and the Fool, the British public. Another composer-writer, Joseph
Holbrooke (1878-1958) was lukewarm. He wrote that Holst’s operas “are yet too near to
assess their value,” but said of the Perfect Fool that its ‘humour … is of a transparent and
mild order, and the unctuous praise of it by all and sundry does not cut much ice.”7 H.C.
Colles was more inclined to praise Holst and his achievement in The Perfect Fool: “… a
native composer trying to take the whole problems of opera-making into his own grasp …
it shows that Holst may become a real maker of opera …”8 Such was the generally cold
critical reception in London that At The Boar’s Head and The Wandering Scholar had their
premieres in Manchester and Liverpool.
Holst lived at The Manse in Thaxted, Essex (1917-1925). The Perfect Fool in its most
developed state dates from 1918-1922. The published vocal score shows a piano
arrangement by Vally Lasker (b.1885) and the work is dedicated to Nora Day and Vally
Lasker of Morley College. Lasker was a piano teacher and Nora Day had been a pupil
with Jane Joseph (1894-1929) at College and was later a teacher there.
The first performance of The Perfect Fool was given at Covent Garden by the British
6

The printed score notes that “The work was originally intended to be performed without an overture; but, should
one be required, the author suggests his Fugal Overture, Op. 40, No. 1”. The dedicatee of the Overture was Jane
M Joseph. In the early 1930s during her last days at the Royal College of Music Imogen Holst danced in the ballet
for the opera (“Imogen Holst: A Life in Music” by Christopher Grogan, Boydell Press, 2010))
7 “Contemporary British Composers”, Joseph Holbrooke, Cecil Palmer, 1925, p. 170.
8 “Verdi at Work”, May 1923 essay (in ‘Essays and Lectures’)
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National Opera Company (BNOC) on 14 May 1923 conducted by Eugene Goossens.
The cast comprised Raymond Ellis (spoken); Wizard (baritone) Robert Parker;
Troubadour (tenor) Walter Hyde; Traveller (bass) Frederick Collier; Princess (soprano)
Maggie Teyte; Fool's mother (contralto) Edna Thornton. A large orchestra was
specified.9 The BNOC took the opera into its touring repertory.
Despite the critical ice-floe against The Perfect Fool10 there was also encouragement.
Claude Goodman Johnson (1864-1926) Managing Director of Rolls-Royce Ltd. from
1906 had enthused over Holst’s music after hearing The Perfect Fool at Covent Garden in
1923. Holst accepted £1,500 from Johnson to free him to compose. This
acquaintanceship with Johnson occurred whilst Holst was at Thaxted in Essex11
The BBC, nothing chastened by the indifference or aggression, a year later broadcast the
opera, courtesy of the British National Opera Company, on Wednesday 2 July 1924
20.30. Relayed from His Majesty's Theatre, London on the London-based 2LO station
and carried simultaneously on all of the BBC’s other regional transmitters: Manchester,
Newcastle, Aberdeen, Birmingham, Cardiff, Bournemouth and Glasgow. Such was their
handsome treatment of this event that The Radio Times for that week featured a very
extended synopsis of the opera by Percy A Scholes who dubbed the opera “… a fantastic
entertainment …. largely …. a skit on operatic weaknesses, and with unmistakable
parodies of the florid Italian operatic style and of Wagner …”12 In 1928 The Radio Times
said “The British National Opera Company has made The Perfect Fool familiar
throughout the country during the last few years. … Lately, however, only the Ballet
Music has been heard at all frequently.” Indeed the Ballet Music held the concert
platform both before the premiere and afterwards and continues to do so.
9

Woodwind: piccolo, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, cor anglais, 2 clarinets, bass clarinet, 2 bassoons, contrabassoon; Brass:
4 horns in F, 4 trumpets in C, 3 trombones (2 tenor and 1 bass), tuba; percussion: celesta, 3 timpani, a bass drum,
cymbals (suspended and clash), a tam-tam, sleigh bells, a tambourine and a xylophone; Strings: a harp, violins,
violas, cellos, double basses
10
Fortunes exacerbated by Holst’s fall from a conducting podium in Reading in the same year.
11
Johnson’s diary entry for 28 June 1923 records ‘Savitri & Perfect Fool at opera. Capell to lunch to discuss Holst
concerts in autumn. CJ undertook to guarantee financial results.’ Michael Short “Gustav Holst, The Man and His
Music” Oxford, 1990.
12
The Radio Times, 27 June 1924, p.21
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On 1 March 1951, in the year of the Festival of Britain, the Third Programme carried an
illustrated talk by Imogen Holst on her father's operas: The Perfect Fool and At the Boar's
Head. These two were broadcast as a double bill on Friday 2 March 1951 20.30 with the
BBC Opera Chorus (Trained by Alan G. Melville) and the BBC Opera Orchestra (Leader,
John Sharpe) conducted by Stanford Robinson. A starry cast was fielded: The Storyteller:
Ernest Thesiger; The Fool: John Carol; His Mother: Edith Coates; The Wizard: Ian
Wallace; The Princess: Gwen Catley; The Troubadour: Tano Ferendinos; The Traveller:
Hervey Alan; Peasant: Stephen Jack and the three girls: Christiana Donald, Esmee Smith,
Alice Fleming. As for At The Boar’s Head dubbed “A musical interlude in one act” the
studio cast had Owen Brannigan as Falstaff.
The BBC returned to it fifteen years later for afternoon broadcasts (Radio 3) on 7 May
1967 (from which the present recording has been taken from acetates made at his home
by Richard Itter) and repeated 16 June 1968. This was the fourth of six BBC programmes
of Holst's “less frequently heard music”. On Monday, 4 January 1971 at 11.55, John
Warrack gave a talk about “Holst and The Perfect Fool”. The Corporation returned to the
Groves tape on 20 September 1974 for a late evening broadcast at 22.45.
For the 1967 broadcast The Radio Times included a context note from Imogen Holst:
“The ballet music from my father's opera The Perfect Fool is often played, but the opera
itself has seldom been heard since it was first performed at Covent Garden in May 1923.
The members of that first-night audience were bewildered. They were given no
programme notes, and I can remember their puzzled expressions as they wondered
whether they ought to laugh, or whether they were supposed to recognise some deep,
symbolic meaning in the story. My father had no idea that the work would prove so
perplexing. To him, it was just a fairy story about a Princess who was wooed by an elderly
Wizard and an Italian Troubadour and a Wagnerian Wanderer, but who fell in love with
an inarticulate fool who was nearly always asleep. The libretto is his own. The words are
excellent to sing, but there are patches of spoken dialogue which I find embarrassing
because they sound like an end-of-term game of charades. Fortunately, a lot of the
dialogue has been cut for broadcasting, and the music gains when it is allowed to speak
for itself. One can still laugh when the Troubadour's chorus of retainers become
'conventionally agitated', and when the Wanderer's 'Nay, oh nay! Noisiest negative!' is
REAM 1143 9

drowned in a surge of trombones. (Only an ex-addict of Wagner's operas could have
written quite such a devastating parody as this.) The orchestration is brilliant throughout,
and in this performance Charles Groves manages to convey my father's sense of humour
with complete understanding and infectious enjoyment.”
Fully professional staged productions have not been numerous. No doubt the work’s
reputation and its single act and 65 minute span militate against this. I have, however,
tracked down two semi-professional or school productions dating from 1983: Imperial
Opera at Baden Powell House, Queensgate, South Kensington “fully staged with chorus
and orchestra” 1-4 June and Ward Freman School, Bowling Green Lane, Buntingford,
Herts on 30 April and 1-2 May.13
It appeared most recently, helping to bring the BBC’s Fairest Isle year to a climax on
Monday, 25 December 1995 at 21.30. Thus The Perfect Fool returned just as the
celebratory year closed down. This was in a new production under Kenneth Richardson
and Peter Tanner overseen by Piers Plowright. The Chorus of Opera North and the BBC
Philharmonic Orchestra were conducted by Vernon Handley. Handley’s cast was Rosa
Mannion (soprano) - Princess; Richard Suart (baritone) - Wizard; Arthur Davies (tenor) Troubadour; Gidon Saks (baritone) - Traveller; Gillian Knight (mezzo) - Fool's mother;
Michael Praed (spoken) - Peasant; Camilla Johansen (soprano), Ann-Marie Ives (soprano)
and Christine Bryan (mezzo) - The three girls.
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Imogen Holst, always a clear-eyed critic of her father’s work, wrote that “There is a lot of
good music locked up in this impossible framework.” The work’s many attractions and
eccentricities can now be fully appreciated from this Lyrita recording.
Rob Barnett October 2019
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